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Tools and Instruments
Jocelyn Jones Clayson
IN ALMA 26:2, THE NEPHITE CHRISTIAN missionary Ammon asks his
brothers, "What great blessings has [God] bestowed upon us? Can ye
tell?" Having been quite successful in his endeavors, Ammon answers
his own question by stating that he and his brothers "have been made
instruments in the hands of God" (Alma 26:3). The phrasing seems
self-explanatory: Ammon and his brothers are tools God uses to "bring
about this great work'' (Alma 26:3). 1 Yet just a verse later, Ammon
appears to confuse the metaphor when he commends his brothers:
"The field is ripe and blessed are ye, for ye did thrust in the sickle, and
did reap with your might" (Alma 26:5). Here, it is not the missionaries
who are instruments, but rather they are the ones who use instruments.
Are Ammon and his brethren tools in the hands of God? Or do they
use tools (sickles) to reap a harvest of souls? And what does it mean
to be an "instrument"? Using this passage as a springboard, I will look
more generally at the use of language concerning tools, instruments,
and weapons in the writings attributed to Mormon in the Book of Mormon. Key, in my view, is a comparison, carefully woven, between the
sons of Mosiah and the Anti-Nephi-Lehies.

1. The same image appears again in verse 14, where Ammon again states that he
and his brothers "have been instruments in his hands of doing this great and marvelous
work:'
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Images of harvest are not used regularly in the Book of Mormon
as metaphors for missionary work. Except for a reference in 2 Nephi
19:3 (quoting Isaiah 9:3) and an ambiguous reference in Alma 17:13,
the word "harvest" is not used at all. 2 One might suspect that Ammon
has reference to the quotation from Isaiah and the "joy in harvest" (2
Nephi 19:3), since he also declares that his "joy is full" (Alma26:11). Yet
Ammon extends the metaphor from a simple "harvest" by introducing
images of instrumentality to describe the missionary efforts among the
Lamanites. Joseph Smith and early readers of the Book of Mormon, like
readers today, would likely have understood the word "instrument" to
designate "a tool;' namely, something "by which work is performed:'
They would have naturally understood a tool to be something useful,
such as "a knife, a hammer, a saw, a plow, etc.;' when used in positive
ways to do work, though tools can also be used as "instruments of
destruction;' as would be typical of "swords, muskets and cannons:' 3
Such a basic understanding is, for example, reflected in the 1828 first
edition of Webster's American Dictionary of the English Language.
The lone tool to which Ammon refers in this metaphor is the
"sickle;' a word that does not appear in the Book of Mormon again
(Alma 26:5). A sickle is a "reaping hook;' according to Webster's 1828
Dictionary, which coincides with Amman's usage and fits well with the
"harvest'' metaphor. However, Ammon is not himself the "sickle;' but
rather the one who uses a sickle, which, as already noted, produces an
element of confusion within the metaphor. Who is the tool, and who is
the reaper? The instability of the metaphor is signaled again two verses
later when Ammon exclaims that "they are in the hands of the Lord of
the harvest, and they are his" (Alma 26:7). Here, the pronoun "they"
appears to refer to the "sheaves;' or the people who are "reaped" by the
"sickle;' suggesting anew that Ammon is the "sickle" or instrument in

2. Comparatively, the Old Testament uses the English word harvest fifty-one times;
the Doctrine and Covenants uses the word eleven times; and the New Testament uses
the word fourteen times.
3. American Dictionary of the English Language, Online version, s.v. "tool;' http://
webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/tool (accessed January 1, 2018).
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the hands of God (rather than the person who wields the instrument). It
is worth noting that the idea of a person being an instrument would not
have been foreign to Joseph Smith, if the 1828 Webster's Dictionary is a
reliable guide, since it states that the term may be "applicable to persons
or things" that are "subservient to the execution of a plan or purpose,
or to the production of any effect:' The dictionary further states that an
"instrument" may be "a person who acts for another, or is employed by
another for a special purpose, and if the purpose is dishonorable, the
term implies degradation or meanness:' 4
In verse 31, Ammon makes further references to the harvest and
to the work the missionaries have performed, this time speaking about
"fruit:' He tells his brethren that they "can look forth and see the fruits
of our labors, and are they few? I say unto you, nay, they are many; yea,
and we can witness of their sincerity, because of their love towards their
brethren and also towards us:' This verse alters the basic metaphor yet
again, suggesting that the Anti-Nephi-Lehies-the converts of Ammon
and his brothers-are the "fruit:' This addition changes the setting of
the harvest from the field to the vineyard. Though no tool is mentioned
in connection with the fruit, the fact that Ammon refers to his "labors"
suggests that he and his brethren are workers in this vineyard, and as
such, the ones using tools (or at least their hands). Incidentally, another
allusion to the vineyard appears at the conclusion of Amman's speech
when he briefly refers to being a "branch of the tree of Israel" (Alma
26:36).
At this point, it seems that all that can be concluded is that Amman's
metaphorical talk of harvesting souls is not as clear or stable as it might
appear to the casual reader. While he generally stays focused on the
harvest, his comparisons are not unambiguous. On the one hand,
Ammon is both the instrument (sickle) in the hands of God as well as
a person who uses an instrument to harvest. Ammon is God's tool to
harvest souls, and he uses a tool to do God's work of harvesting souls.
On the other hand, the work of harvesting produces "sheaves" at times
4. American Dictionary of the English Language, Online version, s.v. "instrument;'
http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/instrument (accessed January 1, 2018).
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(presumably of wheat, or another grain) and "fruit" at other times (presumably gathering olives or grapes). Ammon harvests in the field, and
he harvests in the vineyard. Ammon's discussion of divine instrumentality is thus somewhat convoluted but nevertheless interesting. What
makes the metaphor's uses (and instabilities) notable, however, is the
way in which Mormon then uses Ammon and his metaphor to develop
a comparison with the Anti-Nephi-Lehies.
The original chapter division of the text brings the Anti-NephiLehies into this story at this point. As the Book of Mormon was originally dictated, Alma 23-26 was a single chapter (Chapter XIV). The longer narrative arc of the original chapter transforms what might appear
to be an isolated, joyful, missionary monologue (Alma 26 considered
on its own) into the stunning climax of the Anti-Nephi- Lehite conversion narrative (Alma 23-26 considered as a whole). It appears not as a
stand-alone expression of one missionary's excitement at success, but
instead as the coda of a story that takes in ( 1) the preaching of several
Nephite missionaries, (2) mass conversion in numerous Lamanite cities, (3) ritual weapon-burying to make covenant with God, (4) passive
resistance to violence on the part of converts, (5) further conversion of
Lamanites committing acts of violence on the converts, (6) consequent
retaliations against Nephites, and (7) still further conversions among
Lamanites watching all these events unfold. Alma 26 is then presented
as an embedded document (with Mormon quoting Ammon's speech
verbatim) that brings these historical events to a close.
In the story of the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, then, the original chapter
contains Ammon's reflections on being an instrument in God's hands
as well as repeated references to swords, which are sometimes iden tified as a "sword" and sometimes as a "weapon:' Interestingly, there
is an unusual focus on such "instruments of destruction'' throughout
the book of Alma. The word "weapons" occurs fifty-seven times in the
Book of Mormon, but forty-four of those are in the book of Alma alone,
and ten within these very chapters. The word "sword;' further, occurs
157 times in the Book of Mormon, eighty-eight of which are in Alma,
and thirteen of those occur in chapters 23-26. These data suggest an
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intense focus on weapons and swords as tools of destruction throughout Alma more generally, and especially in these chapters. Ironically,
although Alma 25 contains the most obvious part of the story for a
focus on weapons-being the chapter about certain Lamanites spreading war throughout the land and having many battles-it has only one
mention of a weapon or a sword: Alma 25: 14, which tells readers that a
group of newly converted Lamanites decide to "bury their weapons of
war, according as their brethren [the Anti-Nephi-Lehies] had" (Alma
25:14). All talk of weapons and swords falls outside the scope of the
more obviously martial stretch of Alma 23-26, making clear the editorial intention to keep the focus of the non-martial parts of these chapters
on weapons as tools or instruments of destruction.
Of course, Mormon summarizes in Alma 24: 18 why he focuses so
much on the weapons/swords of the Anti-Nephi-Lehies. He explains
that these people buried their swords as "a testimony to God and also to
men, that they never would use weapons again for the shedding of man's
blood:' This action is meant to be the sign of a covenant that "rather
than shed the blood of their brethren they would give up their own lives;
and rather than take away from a brother they would give unto him; and
rather than spend their days in idleness they would labor abundantly
with their hands" (Alma 24: 18). If word usage and context give any indication, this gesture is meant to be read as unique and surprising, moving
against the expectations of readers. During years in which weapons and
swords are used extensively for military purposes, Mormon tells a story
focused principally on the Anti-Nephi-Lehies burying their means of
offense and defense. This "testimony to God" represents a covenant
they made with him to "never use weapons again'' (Alma 24:18). The
narrative irony here may in fact be buried in Mormon's peculiar explanation that the people "buried their weapons of peace, or they buried
the weapons of war, for peace" (Alma 24:19). Although this passage is
often read as a kind of error-an inerasable mistake as Mormon writes
on gold plates, or an error of dictation on the part of the translator of
the plates-it can also be read as a beautiful encapsulation of the larger
narrative strategy on display in the text. These people buried the tools
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of war, weapons that destroy others, so they could focus on becoming
instruments in the hands of God. Instead of using instruments of war,
they will have to use different tools as they "labor abundantly with their
hands" (Alma 24:18).
In these chapters replete with tools and instruments of all types,
Mormon seems to draw attention to the contrast between swords and
weapons on the one hand, and "instruments in God's hands" on the
other. This distinction foregrounds the contrast between being or using
a weapon of destruction and being a tool in God's hand or using a
tool for God's work. This concept deepens when the "swords" of the
Anti-Nephi-Lehies "are made bright" with God's help (Alma 24:15).
The Anti-Nephi-Lehies decide that since their "swords have become
bright'' through God's power, they must "stain [their] swords no more
with the blood of [their] brethren'' (Alma 24:12). They decide to "hide
away [their] swords, yea, even [to] bury them deep in the earth, that
they may be kept bright, as a testimony" (Alma 24:16). In this ritual
gesture, swords seem almost synonymous with people. As the Lamanite
king explains, "God hath taken away our stains, and our swords have
become bright" (Alma 24:12). Again, it took a merciful God to "get our
stains taken away from us, and our swords are made bright" (Alma
24:16). At the judgment day, these people can "stand before [God] to
be judged" and show that they "have not stained [their] swords in the
blood of [their] brethren'' (Alma 24: 16). At least in this case, the process
of becoming "instruments in God's hands" involves God cleansing one's
tools of destruction from the blood of one's brethren, and then the burying tools of destruction that they can remain clean. The Anti-NephiLehies believe that they cannot be both an instrument of destruction
and an instrument in God's hands.
Some further clarification might be illuminating. Up to this point, I
have used the words "tool" and "instrument'' interchangeably. The Book
of Mormon, however, does not. The word "tool" is used only eight times
in the Book of Mormon, and each time it refers to a literal, physical tool.
Nephi needs ore to "make tools" to build his ship (see 1 Nephi 17:9, 10,
16); Jarom refers to six different types of metal the Nephites used to
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make "all manner of tools of every kind to till the ground, and weapons
of war" (Jarom 1:8); the Jaredite civilization made "all manner of tools
to till the earth, both to plow and sow, to reap and to hoe, and also to
thrash;' as well as "all manner of tools with which they did work their
beasts" (Ether 10:25-26); finally, during times of Nephite wickedness,
the people find that when they "lay a tool" down, it "is gone;' and that
even "swords are taken from [them]" when they need them for battle
(Helaman 13:34; see also Ether 14:1).
By contrast, the word "instrument" is used thirteen times in the
Book of Mormon, and in every instance-with the exception of one
verse, 3 Nephi 27:16, in which Christ quotes Isaiah-the word refers
to being an instrument in God's hand. 5 Nephi, for example, was an
"instrument in the hands of God, in bringing [his family] forth into
the land of promise" (2 Nephi 1:24), and Alma was allowed to be "an
instrument in [the Lord's] hands in bringing so many of [his people]
to a knowledge of his truth'' after he repented (Mosiah 23:10). His son
and the sons of Mosiah also needed to repent before they could become
"instruments in the hands of God in bringing many to the knowledge
of the truth, yea, to the knowledge of their Redeemer" (Mosiah 27:36);
that they did so successfully is shown by five other references to them
being powerful instruments in the hands of God.
There is thus a subtle but real differentiation woven throughout the
Book of Mormon among tools, weapons, and instruments. While the
words "tool" and "instrument'' are scattered throughout the text in an
apparently random or coincidental manner, their usage becomes intense
in the book of Alma, particularly in the story of the Anti-Nephi-Lehies.
The story of the burying of their weapons is poignant and moving in
and of itself, but it is even more powerful when readers assume that
Amman's exuberant missionary monologue in Alma 26 is the appropriate conclusion to that part of their story. Amman's metaphoric message
is confusing but consistent. His great blessing is to be used as an instrument in the hands of God; he glories in the joy that flows from being
5. See 2 Nephi 1:24; 3:24; Mosiah 23:10; 27:36; Alma 1:8; 2:30; 17:9; 17:11; 26:3;
26:15; 29:9; 35:14; 3 Nephi 22:16.
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used by God in such a manner. The Anti-Nephi Lehies themselves find
this joy when they relinquish their weapons/instruments of destruction
and become instruments in God's hands. Does the book intend readers
to see these antithetical concepts and draw parallels? It seems likely that
this is the case, especially considering that the original chapter division
deliberately places these concepts alongside each other. The result is the
implication that readers are to reflect on whether they themselves are
currently an instrument or a tool. Moreover, considering the further
comparison of the state of the Anti-Nephi-Lehies' swords to the state
of their souls, readers might well assume that Mormon wants them to
consider the state of their own souls as they read. Have they buried their
weapons of war? Have their swords become bright? Are they helpful
"instruments in the hands of God"? These are questions the Book of
Mormon seems to ask at a literary level of its careful readers.
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